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era has a triumphant house of commons majority achieved so
little. A fever ran in the veins of that parliament, as in those of no
other through the nineteenth century. The reason was not
merely the continuing economic unrest outside, nor the new
phenomenon of two oppositions—an Irish as well as a conserva-
tive. It was that, besides normal and open conflict between
majority and minorities, there persisted a hidden one within the
majority itself, which palsied the government's counsels and
zigzagged its policy. Gladstone had induced extremes to meet
in attacking Beaconsfield, but not in the pursuit of any positive
programme. His own method of adjustment, which was to be
radical in the open and whiggish behind the scenes, allowed
neither side to feel secure. Now, too, that he was past 70, mere
egotism grew on him; and with it a habit of playing the mystery-
man and puzzling his followers by unexpected moves.
Discredit dogged the very first meetings of the house of com-
mons. Charles Bradlaugh,1 well known as a lecturer and pam-
phleteer against Christianity, had been returned as a radical for
Northampton. He claimed to make affirmation of allegiance
instead of taking the parliamentary oath. The proper course for
the Speaker, Sir Henry Brand,* was to allow him to do so, with
a warning that he risked being sued for penalties in the courts*
The issue turned wholly on the legal construction of certain
statutes; and judges, not members of parliament, were the people
to decide it. But Brand fumbled, and referred it to the house,
which in turn referred it to a select committee. The committee,
by a majority of one, decided against the right to affirm; and
thereupon Bradlaugh came forward to swear in the ordinary
way. Once again Brand fumbled; and instead of safeguarding
the clear right of a duly elected member, allowed a debate to
develop, which ended in the passage of an arbitrary amendment
debarring Bradlaugh from oath and affirmation alike. By these
repeated errors a weak Speaker brought about one of the least
creditable episodes in the history of parliament It had been Sir
Henry Drummond Wolff and Lord Randolph Churchill (shortly
* B. in London 1833. Began lifts as errand-boy; later, enlisted; bought his dis-
charge* 1853; became solicitor's ckrk and (under name 'Iconoclast') secularist
lecturer. Tried with Mrs, Annie Itasunt in 1876 for ropuhlishing a Neo-Malthusian
pamphlet; sentenced to 6 months* imprisonment and j£«oo fine, but conviction
quashed on appeal. M.P. from 1880 to 1891, when he died*
a 1814-93. Speaker from 187$ to 1684, when he became the first Viscount
Hampdcn.

